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ABSTRACT
The threat-to-self-esteem model suggests an individual’s interpretation of an offer of help
is influenced by factors of the aid that have implicit consequences to the helpee’s self-esteem
(Fisher, Nadler, & Whitcher-Alagna, 1982). Basic needs theory states that the fulfillment of
autonomy and competency needs are two components necessary for an individual to achieve
optimal well-being, and thus self-image (i.e., self-esteem; Ryan & Deci, 2000). As such, this
study used a LEGO building task and manipulated challenges to autonomy and competency in
order to determine the extent to which an individual finds an unsolicited offer of help as
threatening or supportive to their self-esteem. This study also examined goal orientation and selfesteem as moderating variables of the relationship between challenge to autonomy and
competency on the resulting appraisal of the unsolicited help as supportive or threatening to
one’s self-esteem. Participants were 168 undergraduate students at the University of Central
Florida. A series of ANOVAs indicated that threat to autonomy and performance goal orientation
had significant effects on threat to self-esteem. Future research directions and limitations are
included.
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INTRODUCTION
The study of helping behavior has long been of interest to the communities of
practitioners and researchers because of its implications for organizational effectiveness
(Podsakoff & Mackenzie, 1994). Organ (1988) originally conceptualized helping as a facet of
organizational citizenship behavior (OCB), referring to helpfulness as “altruism.” Organ defined
OCB as “individual behavior that is discretionary, not directly or explicitly recognized by the
formal reward system, and that in the aggregate promotes the effective functioning of the
organization” (p. 4). However, in Organ’s (1997) later review of the nomological network within
the OCB literature, he acknowledged the folly of using the term “altruism,” as it implies that the
motive for helping another is completely devoid of self-interest. The term “helping” is favored
because of its neutral nature, free of any suggestions that may bias the true intent. In a critical
review of the OCB literature, Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Paine, and Bachrach (2000) defined
helping behavior as “voluntarily helping others with, or preventing the occurrence of, workrelated problems” (p. 516).
At the organizational-level, outcomes of helping behaviors have been associated with
increased unit-level performance and unit efficiency; at the individual level, helping behaviors
have been correlated with reduced withdrawal behaviors and improved job performance
(Podsakoff, Whiting, Podsakoff, & Blume, 2009). Although most of the literature focuses on the
positive outcomes associated with helping, recent findings have illustrated the potentially
negative consequences of helping (Bolger & Amarel, 2007; Deelstra et al., 2003; Song & Chen,
2014). Fisher, Nadler, and Whitcher-Alagna (1982) explained that the nature of help is a
combination of “self-threatening and supportive elements” (p. 38). Help can be conceptualized as
supportive if the recipient of the help (i.e., helpee) views the help as a way for the helper to
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demonstrate genuine care for the helpee, or if the helpee places value on the instrumental
benefits gained. However, the aid may be conceptualized as threatening to an individual because
of the idea that requesting or accepting help implies a reliance on others (Gall, 1985). Thus,
whether help is considered threatening or supportive is dependent upon the helpee’s
interpretation of the costs and benefits associated with the request.
In an attempt to understand why an individual may find unsolicited help as threatening,
basic needs theory (BNT; Deci & Ryan, 2000) explains that humans have an inherent
psychological need for competence, autonomy, and relatedness, which all contribute to an
individual’s sense of self (Quested & Duda, 2010). When these needs are satisfied, an individual
is said to have optimal psychological well-being, which is then theorized to influence an
individual’s intrinsic motivation and performance. Alternatively, when these needs are
threatened, an individual is likely to feel threatened and defensive. Although the help itself is
likely to satisfy the relatedness need, the offer of help may vary in the extent to which it
threatens the needs for competence and autonomy. Thus, one goal of this thesis is to examine
how unsolicited offers of help may vary in their interpretation based on the threat to the helpee’s
needs for competence and autonomy.
In addition to examining the effects of differences in the offers of help, this thesis also
takes into account characteristics of the help recipient in how the offers are perceived. The
threat-to-self-esteem model suggests an individual’s interpretation of an offer of help is
influenced by factors of the aid that have implicit consequences to the helpee’s self-esteem
(Fisher et al., 1982). Thus, those characteristics related to an individual’s self-image are likely to
impact how an unsolicited offer of help is perceived. This study examines how two such factors,
self-esteem and goal orientation, can be used to determine the extent to which an individual finds
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an offer of unsolicited help to be threatening. A large number of studies have investigated how
self-esteem and goal orientation impact a person’s willingness to participate in help-seeking
behavior. However, relatively few have examined how these individual differences impact how a
person responds to help received, especially help that is not asked for.
Understanding how well-intentioned offers of help can be misconstrued will allow
organizations to take preventive steps toward fewer interpersonal conflicts at work, helping to
create a more positive and productive work setting. This proposal will begin with a brief review
of helping behaviors from the perspective of the person receiving help, followed by a discussion
of the basic needs theory (BNT; Ryan & Deci, 2000). Stemming from BNT, the hypothesized
role that an individual's need for competence and autonomy will also be explored. Subsequently,
Fisher et al.’s (1982) threat-to-self-esteem model is examined as a basis for the hypothesized
moderating role that self-esteem and goal orientation play in a person’s appraisal of an
unsolicited offer of help as threatening.

The Helpee’s Perspective on Helping
Helping behaviors can be categorized based on whether or not the interaction was caused
by a request for help or not. These situations can be examined through that of two perspectives:
the help-giver or the help-seeker/help-receiver. In this proposal, an individual who offers
assistance as a response to a request for help, or who volunteers their help without being asked,
will be referred to as the helper. An individual who asks another for help or is the target of the
offer of help will be referred to as the helpee. As suggested by Ehrhart (2018), most helping
behaviors are initiated because of a request for help by the helpee. In these instances of helpeeinitiated aid, the helpee must decide whether or not to ask the helper for their assistance. A large
number of studies have been dedicated to investigating the factors responsible for an individual
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engaging in help-seeking behaviors or not. Chan (2013) describes the consensus reached by a
majority of these studies such that an individual is more likely to seek help when the benefits
(e.g., task completion, learning opportunity) outweigh the costs associated with asking for
assistance (e.g., implication of incompetence, indebtedness to helper). However, few empirical
studies have examined the consequences that arise for the helpee when they receive help that was
not asked for (i.e., unsolicited help).
Unsolicited help can be defined as help received “without prompting of the recipient”
(Mojaverian & Kim, 2013, p. 88). Empirical support has been provided for reasons why people
offer unsolicited help, including agreeableness, empathy, and prior relationship experience
(Anderson & Williams, 1996; McNeely & Meglino, 1994; Organ, Podsakoff, MacKenzie, 2006).
Despite the relatively positive intentions of the helper, instances in which unsolicited aid is
received tend to elicit more negative responses , compared to when the help is asked for (Bolger
& Amarel, 2007; Deelstra et al., 2003; DePaulo, Brittingham, & Kaiser, 1983; Nadler, Fisher, &
Itzhak, 1983; Song & Chen, 2014). Although this literature is relatively limited, there are five
main studies on unsolicited help that are most relevant for the present study.
Initially, Nadler et al. (1983) conducted a 2 (friend, stranger) x 2 (ego-relevant, help non
ego-relevant help) x 2 (help received once, help received twice) study design to investigate how
unsolicited help impacts the recipient’s affect and self-evaluations. In the ego-relevant
conditions, the researchers told participants that their performance on the task was related to their
analytic and creative capabilities. The non ego-relevant conditions were presented such that
performance on the task was dependent upon chance factors (e.g., luck). Using a student sample,
the least favorable affect and self-evaluations resulted from the condition that involved receiving
help twice on an ego-relevant task by a good friend. The most favorable affect and self-
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evaluations stemmed from the conditions in which they received help twice on a non egorelevant task by a good friend. Their findings suggest that it is the type of task (i.e., ego
involving or non ego-involving) that determines whether the recipient of the aid interprets the
help as threatening or supportive.
Using a sample of female undergraduates, DePaulo et al. (1983) conducted two studies
examining how the frequency and appropriateness of the help provided impacted an individual’s
response to the help. The amount of help received on a series of problems varied, such that
participants were offered help on all the problems, none of the problems, or only the problems
where help was actually needed. Appropriateness of the help (i.e., receiving help on problems
that could have been solved easily without help or receiving help on problems that are actually
difficult) was also manipulated. Results demonstrated that compared to participants who received
no help at all, those who received help on all problems reported greater negative affect scores
and more tension. Individuals who received appropriate help (i.e., when help was actually
needed) had greater positive affect scores and more liking of their helper than those who
received inappropriate help (i.e., when help was not needed).
Deelstra et al. (2003) investigated how imposed support could elicit negative reactions
from the recipient. The study used a 3 (no problem, solvable problem, unsolvable problem) x 2
(no support, imposed support) study design, and all participants were temporary administrative
assistants. Response variables were obtained using both self-report measures and physiological
measures. Findings from their study revealed that in situations where the problem was solvable,
imposed support induced negative reactions. Both self-report measures and physiological
measures supported this conclusion. Interestingly, when the problem was unsolvable, imposed
support induced neutral reactions (i.e., neither positive nor negative reactions). Lastly, results
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also illustrated that receiving imposed support was found to be more stressful than being faced
with an unsolvable problem. As a whole, these results suggest that individuals are likely to
respond negatively to imposed support, but these negative reactions are moderated by the extent
to which support was needed to complete the task.
Bolger and Amarel (2007) conducted a series of experimental studies examining how an
individual responds to invisible support (i.e., social support that happens outside of the
recipient’s awareness) compared to visible support (i.e., social support that the recipient is aware
of). Their sample consisted of solely female undergraduate students recruited from a university.
Across the three experimental studies, the authors examined different types of visible and
invisible support (i.e., practical support and emotional support), as well as potential mediating
variables that may explain the differential effects of visible and invisible support. Results from
their study found that invisible support reduced an individual’s emotional reactivity compared to
visible or no support because it avoided the implication that the recipient may interpret the help
as a sign of their inefficacy. In sum, invisible support was found to be the most effective in
reducing the recipients’ emotional reactivity to a significant stressor.
Using a sample of working-age adults in the U.S., Song and Chen (2014) and examined
how receiving unsolicited job leads impacted reported financial dissatisfaction and depression.
Their results were similar to those reported by Deelstra et al. (2003) in that the effect of the
unsolicited help differed according to the need for job leads. More specifically, when the need
for job leads was low, there was a positive association between receiving unsolicited job leads
and depression. On the other hand, when the need for job leads was high, the positive association
between receiving unsolicited job leads and depression became weaker, or sometimes became
negative among adults who reported more economic strain and financial dissatisfaction. Taken
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together, receiving unsolicited support (i.e., job leads) resulted in negative consequences for the
recipient.
Building on these studies, it is apparent that ego-involving tasks, especially tasks in
which help is offered on more than one occasion, are considered to be more threatening.
Additionally, unsolicited help that is viewed as unnecessary or provided in a way that makes the
helpee’s shortcomings obvious is also viewed as threatening. The focus of this proposal is to
further examine the influences on the helpee’s reaction to unsolicited help. Specifically, I address
how challenging an individual’s basic need for competency and autonomy may result in
unsolicited help being viewed as threatening. Individual characteristics (i.e., self-esteem and goal
orientation) are also examined to determine their influence on a person’s perception of selfthreat, such that the circumstances in which aid becomes more harmful than helpful can be
identified.

Basic Needs Theory
Prior to examining the process in which an individual experiences a threat to the self, a
discussion of how an individual develops their sense of self is necessary. According to basic
needs theory (BNT), commonly referred to as a mini-theory of the self-determination theory
(SDT; Deci & Ryan, 2000), humans have an inherent psychological need for competence,
autonomy, and relatedness (Quested & Duda, 2010). Satisfaction of these needs is believed to be
necessary for optimal psychological health and well-being, and have been suggested to influence
an individual’s intrinsic motivation and performance. While receiving help is likely to satisfy the
need for relatedness, it is also likely to threaten the need for competency and autonomy. Thus,
for purposes of this proposal, the need for competence and autonomy will be of primary focus as
these two constructs are most closely linked to self-threat.
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Need for Competence
Initially, the need for competence can be defined as an individual’s “need to feel a sense
of mastery through effective interaction within their environment” (Adie, Duda, & Ntoumanis,
2008, p. 189). Competence satisfaction occurs when an individual experiences a sense of
effectiveness from mastering a task; thus, an individual who cannot effectively master a task is
likely to feel that satisfying their need for competence is threatened (Van den Broeck,
Vansteenkiste, De Witte, Soenens, & Lens, 2010). When applying the need for competence to
the context of receiving an unsolicited offer of help, the more an offer of help makes an
individual feel incompetent, the more it will elicit feelings of ineffectiveness and lack of intrinsic
motivation, causing the helpee to perceive a threat to the self. For instance, one study found that
only when a task is tied to an ego-relevant dimension (in which the help can be perceived as an
indication of relative inferiority or dependency) can help result in feelings of self-threat (Nadler,
Fisher, & Itzhak, 1983). Moreover, in a series of studies performed by DePaulo, Brittingham,
and Kaiser (1983), participants who received help on all problems in a given task reported that
they suspected the helper to perceive them as less intelligent and less likable than those who
received help only when needed. Thus, I make the following hypothesis regarding need for
competence and perceived threat to self-esteem:
Hypothesis 1: The more an unsolicited offer of help challenges an individual’s need for
competence, the more likely they are to interpret the offer as threatening to their selfesteem.

Need for Autonomy
The need for autonomy can be defined as an individual’s “desire to feel volitional and
experience a sense of choice and psychological freedom when carrying out an activity” (Van de
Broeck et al., 2010, p. 982). Autonomy satisfaction occurs when an individual perceives that
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they are the one making their own choices (Adie et al., 2008). As Ryan and Deci (2000) explain,
autonomy is not synonymous with independence; rather, it is considered to be the extent to
which an individual believes the forces around them are “valuable, helpful, and congruent
sources of information that support their initiative” (p. 330). This conceptualization of autonomy
can be applied to the context of unsolicited help. When an individual receives unsolicited help,
they are likely to feel more limited in how the task is completed, or even feel forced to complete
the task in accordance with the helper’s directions. Chirkov et al. (2003) explain that a person
may feel a lack of autonomy when they are pressured into following social norms. As more help
is offered, the helpee is likely to feel more compelled to conform to the helper’s suggestions,
especially as a social norm. It is considered polite to act agreeably to avoid conflict or appearing
rude, especially when interacting with a stranger, so an individual may forfeit their autonomy in
order to obey social norms. Thus, I make the following hypothesis regarding need for autonomy
and perceived threat to self-esteem:
Hypothesis 2: The more an unsolicited offer of help challenges an individual’s need for
autonomy, the more likely they are to interpret the offer as threatening to their selfesteem.

Individual Differences as Moderators
Examining ego threat within the context of offered help is particularly useful because of
the complex nature surrounding helping behaviors. On one hand, an individual may view
accepting an offer of help as threatening to their self-esteem because it implies they are incapable
of being self-sufficient. On the other hand, an individual may view accepting an offer of help as
supportive because it implies that the helper is offering their assistance out of care and concern
for the helpee.
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The threat-to-self-esteem model attempts to explain why an individual will accept or
reject help and posits that an individual’s interpretation of the offer of help is dependent upon
factors of the aid that have implicit consequences to the helpee’s self-esteem (Fisher et al., 1982).
If the helpee interprets the offer of help to be supportive of their self-esteem, like focusing on the
helper’s display of concern, they are more likely to accept the offer of help. However, if the
helpee interprets the offer of help as threatening to their self-esteem, perhaps focusing on the
helpee’s dependence, they are more likely to reject the help.
Given that the threat-to-self-esteem model suggests that it is the self-related
consequences of aid that are responsible for an individual’s reaction to aid, it is the self-image of
the helpee that is most impacted by an unsolicited offer of help. Two factors believed to be
responsible for an individual’s self-image are self-esteem and goal orientation. The following
sections will discuss how self-esteem and goal orientation may moderate the extent to which
unsolicited offers of aid result in perceptions of self-threat.
Self-Esteem
The threat-to-self-esteem model proposes two conflicting predictions about the way an
individual with high versus low self-esteem will react to a threat to self-esteem: the cognitive
consistency prediction and the vulnerability prediction. Describing the cognitive consistency
prediction, Bramel (1968) suggested that when an individual is faced with negative information
about his or herself, that information is only troubling “when it is inconsistent with one’s selfconcept” (Fisher et al., 1982, p. 40). When Bramel’s idea is applied to the context of unsolicited
help, individuals with high self-esteem who perceive an offer of help as threatening are more
likely than individuals with low self-esteem to experience intense negative feelings because they
have more positive self-cognitions about their own abilities (i.e., competence and autonomy) and
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the offer of help is inconsistent with those cognitions. On the other hand, the vulnerability
prediction suggests that individuals with low self-esteem have few positive self-cognitions, and
thus, will be more disturbed by threatening information than will those with high self-esteem
(Fisher et al., 1982; Tessler and Schwartz, 1972). Empirical research on helping behaviors is
more consistent with the cognitive consistency prediction than the vulnerability prediction, in
that individuals with more positive self-cognitions (i.e., those with high satisfaction in autonomy
and competency) tend to interpret the threatening aspect of aid more acutely than their
counterparts with more negative self-cognitions (DePaulo, Brown, Ishii, & Fisher, 1981; Nadler,
Altman, & Fisher, 1979; Nadler et al., 1976; Strelan & Zdaniuk, 2015; vanDellen, Campbell,
Hoyle, & Bradfield, 2011; Vohs & Heatherton, 2004). This threat to an individual’s positive selfcognitions, and consequently their self-esteem, is known as ego threat (Leary, Terry, Allen, &
Tate, 2009). Instances of ego threat can vary from an individual receiving a failing test grade to
being excluded from a particular group.
As previously mentioned, the findings from Deelstra et al. (2003) suggest that unsolicited
help has the potential to influence an individual’s level of self-esteem as well as the helpee’s
perception of the helper. Additionally, according to Vohs and Heatherton (2004), how
individuals with high and low self-esteem interpret and react to an ego threat differs. After
experiencing an ego threat, high self-esteem individuals thought of themselves as “better than
their newly-acquainted interaction partner” (p. 185), and low self-esteem individuals viewed
their partner more favorably than they viewed themselves. Also, individuals with high selfesteem related more to statements about independence and minimal reliance on others, and
individuals with low self-esteem related more to statements about the importance of
interdependence rather than self-reliance. Low self-esteem individuals were more likely to
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engage in upward social comparison after experiencing an ego threat, while their high selfesteem counterparts were more likely to engage in downward social comparison.
The studies performed by Deelstra et al. (2003) and Vohs and Heatherton (2004)
illustrate that there is a significant relationship between unsolicited help and an individual’s selfesteem. Both studies illustrate support for the cognitive consistency theory such that individuals
who view themselves as capable and self-sufficient (i.e., high self-esteem) are more likely to
have negative perceptions of the help received and the helper than those who believe themselves
to be less capable and less self-sufficient (i.e., low self-esteem). With this in mind, it seems
logical to predict that when challenges to autonomy or competence are lower, individuals will
respond similarly, regardless of individual differences, because the threat is less apparent.
However, when the challenges are greater, individuals with high self-esteem are going to
respond more negatively than those with lower self-esteem. Thus, when viewing an unsolicited
offer of help through the lens of ego threat, high self-esteem individuals are likely to view offers
of help that are challenging to one’s needs for competence and autonomy as more threatening
than individuals with low self-esteem. Conversely, low self-esteem individuals are less likely to
view an unsolicited offer of help that challenges one’s needs for competence and autonomy as
threatening when compared to their high self-esteem counterparts.
Hypothesis 3: An individual’s level of self-esteem will moderate the extent to which an
individual interprets challenges to competence (H3a) and challenges to autonomy (H3b)
inherent in an unsolicited offer of help as threatening, such that individuals with higher
self-esteem will experience a greater level of threat than individuals with lower selfesteem as challenges to these needs increase.
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Goal Orientation
Another dispositional variable believed to impact an individual’s perception of an offer of
help is goal orientation. According to goal orientation theory, an individual’s “interpretation of
situations and reaction to achievement-relevant information” (Matzler & Mueller, 2011, p. 319)
is based on their goal orientation. An individual’s motivation for achievement can best be
explained by two types of orientations: mastery and performance. Individuals who identify with
the mastery goal orientation are concerned with the development of new skills and place value in
the process of learning. Mastery-oriented individuals have “adaptive” tendencies in that they
pursue difficult and complex tasks (Bell & Kozlowski, 2002). Individuals who identify with the
performance goal orientation are concerned with showing others their abilities. Performanceoriented individuals have “maladaptive” tendencies in that they avoid situations that would
display their inabilities, and thus, withdraw from potentially complex tasks in pursuit of tasks
that are simpler and have a greater chance of being successful with.
Another distinction between mastery and performance goal orientation is the way an
individual views their abilities (Matzler & Mueller, 2011). Mastery-oriented individuals view
their abilities as fluid and capable of improvement. These individuals are likely to exhibit high
self-efficacy because of their tendency to engage in opportunities that help build upon their skill
set. Performance-oriented individuals view their abilities as fixed and incapable of improvement;
essentially, they cannot expand upon their skills. These individuals are likely to exhibit low selfefficacy because of their tendency to avoid situations that do not utilize their current skill set.
Just as ego threat motivates an individual because of its impact on self-esteem, it can also
motivate an individual because of its impact on goal orientation. More specifically, individuals
who identify with a performance goal orientation are focused on demonstrating their competence
to others, whereas those who identify with mastery goal orientation are focused on developing
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their competence. Ego threat is experienced when an individual cannot achieve a particular goal.
Mastery-oriented individuals are motivated to overcome the threat through persistence and
positive affect (Kaplan & Maehr, 2007). Performance-oriented individuals are motivated to
overcome the threat through avoidance and negative affect (Nicholls, 1984). The main difference
between the two coping styles is the approach to possible failure. Mastery-oriented individuals
view failure as an opportunity for development and learning, which is considered less of a threat
to their autonomy and competency needs. Alternatively, performance-oriented individuals desire
success because it demonstrates high ability and avoid failure because it demonstrates low
ability, which is considered a greater threat to their autonomy and competency. Essentially, both
coping styles provide the individual with a way to maintain a consistent image of themselves and
the satisfaction of their basic needs.
With this in mind, it would seem that when challenges to autonomy or competence are
lower, individuals will respond similarly, regardless of level of mastery goal orientation, because
the threat is less apparent. However, when the challenges are greater, individuals with high levels
of mastery goal orientation are going to respond less negatively than those with lower levels of
mastery goal orientation. Moreover, when challenges to autonomy or competence are lower,
individuals will also respond similarly, regardless of level of performance orientation; yet, when
the challenges are greater, individuals with high levels of performance goal orientation are going
to respond more negatively than those with lower levels of performance goal orientation.
Thus, in a context in which an individual is offered unsolicited help that challenges
his/her need for competence or autonomy, individuals high in mastery goal orientation will be
less likely to interpret the offer of help as an ego threat than those low in mastery goal orientation
because they will view the unsolicited offer as a learning opportunity. Conversely, individuals
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high in performance goal orientation will be more likely to interpret an unsolicited offer of help
that challenges his/her need for competence or autonomy as threatening than those low in
performance goal orientation because they will view the offer of help as an indication of their
lack of ability or competence.
Hypothesis 4: An individual’s mastery goal orientation will moderate the extent to which
an individual interprets challenges to competence (H4a) and challenges to autonomy
(H4b) inherent in an unsolicited offer of help as threatening, such that individuals with
higher mastery goal orientation will experience a lesser level of threat than individuals
with greater mastery goal orientation as challenges to these needs increase.
Hypothesis 5: An individual’s performance goal orientation will moderate the extent to
which an individual interprets challenges to competence (54a) and challenges to
autonomy (H5b) inherent in an unsolicited offer of help as threatening, such that
individuals with higher performance goal orientation will experience a greater level of
threat than individuals with less of a performance goal orientation as challenges to these
needs increase.
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METHOD
Participants
Participants were recruited from the University of Central Florida through the
Psychology department’s online research participation website, SONA. In order to participate, all
participants were required to be at least 18 years old. All participants were awarded 1.0 credit
point for their participation toward a course requirement.
A total of 249 participants completed the study. After reviewing the data, 7 cases were
excluded due to missing data, and another 74 cases were excluded because they said they were
not helped by the confederate during the study. Thus, the final sample consisted of 168
participants. The final sample was 62.50% female, 53.72% white, and had an average age of
18.65 (SD = 1.41). Most (95.83%) of the sample considered themselves to be full-time students,
and 79.76% of participants were not employed.

Procedure
Participants were informed that they were going to take part in a research study regarding
spatial construction in the workplace. All participants completed an initial online survey, a
LEGO task, and a final online survey. Additionally, all participants received help from a research
assistant acting as a confederate. Before beginning the initial survey, students read a consent
form with information describing the study and what it means to give their consent to participate
in the study. After giving their consent, the participants were asked to complete the initial survey.
The initial survey contains items regarding self-esteem and goal orientation.
Once the initial survey was completed, the participant was randomly assigned to one of
four conditions as determined by a 2x2 factorial design (autonomy x competence). In the first
condition (high threat to competency, high threat to autonomy), the participant was told that
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people who can complete the task in under 4 minutes (which is not possible) tend to have high
test scores, and then they were offered help 3 times. In the second condition (low threat to
competency, low threat to autonomy), the participant was told that people who can complete the
task in under 20 minutes (which is a sufficient amount of time to complete the task) tend to have
high test scores, and then were offered help 1 time. In the third condition (high threat to
competency, low threat to autonomy), the participant was told that people who can complete the
task in under 4 minutes tend to have high test scores, and then were offered help 1 time. In the
fourth condition (low threat to competency, high threat to autonomy), the participant was told
that people who can complete the task in under 20 minutes tend to have high test scores, and then
were offered help 3 times. Condition 1 had 47 participants, condition 2 had 40 participants,
condition 3 had 37 participants, and condition 4 had 44 participants. After participants completed
the task, they were instructed to take a second survey. In order to avoid participants finding out
that the help offered to them was a part of the study, there was an item in the survey asking if
they had received help from the other participant during the task. Those who reported that they
were not helped were then excluded from the analyses (n = 74).

Measures
Help as Supportive to Self-Esteem
Support to self-esteem was measured using a 5-item scale developed specifically for this study.
An example item includes, “The help I received was useful in that it helped me to complete the
task.” Participants were asked to respond on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. A full list of items can be found in Appendix B.
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Help as Threatening to Self-Esteem
Threat to self-esteem was measured using a 7-item scale developed specifically for this study.
An example item includes, “After receiving help, I felt the need to prove myself as competent.”
Participants were asked to respond on a 7-point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to
strongly agree.
Because the help as threatening to self-esteem scale was developed specifically for this
study, an exploratory factor analysis was performed to examine the scale’s factorial structure.
Using principal axis factoring (direct oblimin rotation), the factor analysis with a cut-off point of
.30 and the criterion of eigenvalues greater than 1 (see Field, 2013) yielded a two-factor solution
as the best fit for the data, accounting for 45.13% of the variance. The results of this factor
analysis are presented in Table 1. One item (“I felt threatened by the help I received.”) loaded
onto both factors and was dropped from the analysis.
Three items loaded onto Factor 1 which had an eigenvalue of 2.06 and accounted for
29.48% of the variance. The remaining three items loaded onto Factor 2 which had an eigenvalue
of 1.10 and account for 15.66% of the variance. Upon examining the items that loaded onto each
factor, it was evident that the items loading onto Factor 1 regarded how the participant felt after
receiving unsolicited help, and the items loading onto Factor 2 regarded the participants’
opinions about the help. The reliabilities were computed for Factor 1 (𝞪 = .77) and Factor 2 (𝞪 =
.54). Ultimately, given the poor reliability of Factor 2 and the items of Factor 1 being more
relevant to the study’s research question, only those items in Factor 1 were used in the analyses.
A full list of items can be found in Appendix B.
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Self-Esteem
Self-esteem was measured using Rosenberg’s (1965) 10-item scale. A sample item includes, “On
the whole, I am satisfied with myself.” Participants were asked to respond on a 4-point Likert
scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Goal Orientation
Goal orientation was measured using a 16-item scale from Button, Mathieu, and Zajac (1996). 8
items on the scale pertain to mastery goal orientation and the other 8 items pertain to
performance goal orientation. However, due to error on the part of the researcher, the mastery
goal orientation subscale includes only 6 items. The limitations section addresses this in more
detail. An example of a mastery goal orientation item includes, “I prefer to work on tasks that
force me to learn new things.” An example of a performance goal orientation item includes, “The
things I enjoy the most are the things I do the best.” Participants were asked to respond on a 7point Likert scale ranging from strongly disagree to strongly agree.

Appropriateness of the Help
Appropriateness of the help was measured using the scale from Deelstra et al. (2003). A sample
item includes, “How would you describe the received support?” Participants were asked to
respond using a 5-point bipolar scale ranging from 1 (inappropriate, not effectual, not useful,
ineffective, and unnecessary) to 5 (appropriate, effectual, useful, effective, and necessary). This
scale was concluded so as to try and replicate findings from Deelstra et al.

Big Five Personality
Big Five personality was measured to identify individual differences that may explain why some
individuals reported they were helped and others did not. The scale used was developed by
Goldberg et al. (2006). The scale includes 10 items for each of the 5 subscales (i.e., openness,
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conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism). Participants were asked to
respond on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from very inaccurate to very accurate.
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RESULTS
Preliminary Analyses
The correlations and reliabilities for the individual difference and outcome variables are
shown in Table 2. Significant correlations include the relationship between self-esteem and
mastery goal orientation (r(166)= .23, p < .001); help as supportive and help as threatening
(r(166)= -.29, p < .001); and performance goal orientation and help as threatening and (r(166)=
.16, p < .05). Tables 3 through 10 summarize the ANOVA analyses that test the study
hypotheses, which are discussed below. Interestingly, the sample found the help provided to be
more supportive (M = 4.47) than threatening (M = 3.16). A paired samples t-test indicated that
the difference between perceiving the help as supportive rather than threatening was significant
(t(166)= 8.02, p < .05).

Main Analyses
Perceived support of self-esteem was analyzed using an ANOVA and can be seen in
Table 3. The threat to autonomy manipulation did not have a significant effect on support of selfesteem (F(1, 166)= 0.06, n.s.). The threat to competency manipulation did not have a significant
effect on support of self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.48, n.s.). Moreover, the interaction between the
threat to autonomy manipulation and the threat to competency manipulation was also not
significant F(1, 166)= 1.37, n.s.).
Perceived threat to self-esteem was analyzed using an ANOVA and can be seen in Table
4. The threat to competency manipulation had a significant effect on threat to self-esteem (F(1,
166)= 4.03, p < .05). Those in the high threat to competency conditions reported that the help
received was a greater threat to self-esteem (M= 3.29, SD= 1.60) than those in the low threat to
competency conditions (M= 2.81, SD= 1.30). Thus Hypothesis 1 was supported. The threat to
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autonomy manipulation had a significant effect on threat to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 3.14, n.s.).
Thus, Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Moreover, the interaction between the threat to autonomy
manipulation and the threat to competency manipulation was also not significant F(1, 166)=
1.13, n.s.).

Self-Esteem as a Moderator
As can be seen in Table 5, trait self-esteem was not a significant moderator of the
relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on supportive to self-esteem (F(1,
166)= 0.00. n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competency manipulation on
supportive to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.02, n.s.). Additionally, self-esteem was not a significant
moderator of the relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on threat to selfesteem (F(1, 166)= 0.19, n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competency
manipulation on threat to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.26, n.s.). These results can be seen in Table
6. Thus, Hypotheses 3a and 3b were not supported.

Goal Orientation as a Moderator
As can be seen in Table 7, mastery goal orientation was not a significant moderator of the
relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on support to self-esteem (F(1, 166)=
0.00, n.s.), nor of the relationship between the threat to competency manipulation on support to
self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.19, n.s.). Mastery goal orientation did have a significant main effect on
threat to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 4.08, p<.05). Mastery goal orientation was not a significant
moderator of the relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on threat to selfesteem (F(1, 166)= 0.02, n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competency
manipulation on threat to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 2.00, n.s.). These results can be seen in Table
8. Thus, Hypotheses 4a and 4b were not supported.
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As can be seen in Table 9, performance goal orientation was not a significant moderator
of the relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on support to self-esteem (F(1,
166)= 1.22, n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competency manipulation on support
to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.00, n.s.). Performance goal orientation was a significant moderator
of the relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation on threat to self-esteem (F(1,
166)= 6.58, p<.05). Thus, Hypothesis 5a was supported. A median split was performed on the
performance goal orientation variable (see Figure 2) and it was found that among those low in
performance goal orientation, threat to self-esteem was greater in the high challenge autonomy
condition compared to the low challenge to autonomy condition. Interestingly, among those high
in performance goal orientation, it was found that the low challenge to autonomy conditions
elicited greater threats to self-esteem compared to the high challenge to self-esteem. Performance
goal orientation was not a significant moderator of the relationship between the threat to
competency manipulation on threat to self-esteem (F(1, 166)= 0.03, n.s.). Thus, Hypothesis 5b
was not supported. These results can be seen in Table 10.

Additional Analyses
Additional analyses were conducted for either replication purposes or to provide
preliminary results for future research suggestions.
Appropriateness of the Help-Provided
Along with support to self-esteem and threat to self-esteem, appropriateness of the help
provided was also examined as a dependent variable using an ANOVA as a replication of
Deelstra et al. (2003). Deelstra et al. (2003) hypothesized that receiving imposed support in a noproblem situation or a solvable-problem situation would lead to more negative reactions (i.e.,
appropriateness of support) than in an unsolvable problem situation Results from their study
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supported their hypothesis, such that individuals found the imposed support less appropriate in
conditions in which the problem was solvable or not present, compared to when the problem was
unsolvable. While the current study did not examine the effects of unsolicited help at various
levels of solvability, it did impose help on all participants in all conditions. Contrary to the
results from Deesltra et al. (2003), no significant main effect or interaction was found. The threat
to autonomy manipulation did not have a significant effect on appropriateness of the help
provided (F(1, 166)= 0.02, n.s.). The threat to competency manipulation also did not have a
significant effect on appropriateness of the help provided (F(1, 166)= 0.17, n.s.). Moreover, the
interaction between the threat to autonomy manipulation and the threat to competency
manipulation was also not significant F(1, 166)= 0.11, n.s.).
Several moderators of this relationship were also examined. In an attempt to replicate
findings from Deelstra et al. (2003), the moderating effect of self-esteem was investigated;
however, unlike the findings from the previous study, self-esteem was not a significant
moderator of the relationship between the threat to autonomy manipulation and appropriateness
of the help (F(1, 166)= 0.04, n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competence
manipulation and appropriateness of the help (F(1, 166)= 0.58, n.s.). Moreover, mastery goal
orientation was not a significant moderator of the relationship between the threat to autonomy
manipulation and appropriateness of the help (F(1, 166)= 0.00, n.s.), nor the relationship
between the threat to competence manipulation and appropriateness of the help (F(1, 166)= 2.60,
n.s.). Performance goal orientation was also not a significant moderator of the relationship
between the threat to autonomy manipulation and appropriateness of the help (F(1, 166)= 0.07,
n.s.), nor the relationship between the threat to competence manipulation and appropriateness of
the help (F(1, 166)= 0.01, n.s.).

24

Reporting Help Received
Approximately 30% of the sample responded that they were not helped during the study.
13 participants reported not being helped in condition 1, 19 reported not being helped in
condition 2, 22 reported not being helped in condition 3, and 14 reported not being helped in
condition 4. A chi-square test of independence showed that across all four conditions, there was
not a significant difference between those who reported they were helped compared to those who
said they were not helped (X2(3, N= 235) = 4.38, n.s.).
Individual difference variables (i.e., performance goal orientation, mastery goal
orientation, openness, conscientiousness, extraversion, agreeableness, and neuroticism) were
compared among participants who indicated they were helped and those who said they were not.
Averages among the two groups were extremely similar. On performance goal orientation, those
who said yes (i.e., received help) had an average score of 5.63 (SD = 0.75), which was equal to
that of the participants who said no (i.e., no help received; M = 5.63, SD = 0.79; t(233) = 0.97,
n.s.). For mastery goal orientation, those who said they received help had an average score of
5.66 (SD = 0.77), which was just less than that of the participants who said no (i.e., no help
received; M = 5.75, SD = 0.85). Results of an independent sample t-test indicated that this
difference was not significant (t(233) = -0.86, n.s.).
For openness, those who said they received help had an average score of 3.07 (SD =
0.46), which was equal to that of the participants who said no (i.e., no help received; M = 3.07,
SD = 0.38). The difference was not significant (t(233)= -0.12, n.s.). For conscientiousness, those
who said they received help had an average score of 3.07 (SD = 0.45), which was just greater
than that of the participants who said they did not receive help (M = 3.04, SD = 0.44). The
difference was not significant (t(233)= 0.43, n.s.). For extraversion, those who said they received
help had an average score of 3.10 (SD = 0.39), which was just less than that of the participants
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who said they did not receive help (M = 3.20, SD = 0.42). The difference was not significant
(t(233)= -1.82, n.s.). For agreeableness, those who said they received help had an average score
of 2.77 (SD = 0.40), which was equal to that of the participants who said they did not receive
help (M = 2.77, SD = 0.36). The difference was not significant (t(233)= 0.11, n.s.). For
neuroticism, those who said they received help had an average score of 3.23 (SD = 0.51), which
was just greater than that of the participants who said they did not receive help (M = 3.18, SD =
0.56). The difference was not significant (t(233)= 0.67, n.s.).
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DISCUSSION
This study attempted to identify instances in which offers of unsolicited help would be
perceived as supportive or threatening to one’s self-esteem. The threat-to-self-esteem model
(Fisher et al., 1982) suggests that an individual interprets an offer of help as supportive or
threatening based on the extent to which the help has implicit consequences to their self-esteem.
Basic needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) posits that an individual’s need for autonomy and
competency must be satisfied in order to reach optimal psychological well-being. Thus, this
study manipulated challenges to autonomy and competency in order to determine the variables
that affect the extent to which an individual finds an unsolicited offer of help as threatening or
supportive to their self-esteem. This study also examined self-esteem, mastery goal orientation,
and performance goal orientation as moderators to further identify instances in which individual
differences may impact this relationship.
Results from the main effects analyses indicated that individuals interpreted the high
challenge to competency conditions (unreasonable target goal) as more threatening to their selfesteem than did those in the low challenge to competency conditions (reasonable target goal). It
is also important to note that significant main effect of challenge to competency on threat to selfesteem was consistent, even when controlling for mastery goal orientation and performance goal
orientation. However, individuals did not interpret the high threat to autonomy conditions (three
offers of help) as more threatening to their self-esteem when compared to those in the low threat
to competency conditions (one offer of help). One reason for this finding could be that while the
need for autonomy, competency, and relatedness must be satisfied for optimal well-being, it is
possible that these needs do not carry the same weight. As previously mentioned, results did not
show a significant main effect for autonomy. It is possible that the individuals in this study had a
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greater need for competency than autonomy, or at least the need for autonomy was less salient in
the context of a LEGO task. Moreover, it is possible that the challenge to competency
manipulation was stronger than the threat to autonomy manipulation. Receiving multiple offers
of help while completing a LEGO set may not be viewed as particularly relevant to an
individual’s autonomy, yet knowing the time that it takes others to complete a task may force the
individual to question their own abilities, despite whether the target goal is reasonable or not.
Self-esteem was not a significant moderator of the hypothesized relationship between
threat to autonomy and threat to competency and threat to self-esteem. In other words,
individuals did not react differently to the threats based on their trait self-esteem levels. These
findings do not support the threat-to-self-esteem model. As the model suggests, characteristics of
the individual are not the only predictors of threat to self-esteem, such as characteristics of the
helper, the help itself, and the context of the help. It is possible that a significant moderating
effect was not achieved because the manipulations were not perceived as threatening to selfesteem. In fact, when comparing the means for help as supportive (M = 4.47) and help as
threatening (M = 3.05), it seems that, on average, participants felt the help provided to them as
more supportive than threatening.
Performance goal orientation was a significant moderator of the relationship between
challenge to autonomy and threat to self-esteem. Upon further investigation, it was found that, as
expected, individuals low in performance goal orientation experienced more of a threat to selfesteem when offered three times once compared to once. This suggests that the results for
individuals low in performance goal orientation were in line with the hypothesized main effect,
such that the more salient an offer of help is, the more threatening it becomes to one’s selfesteem. These results seem to suggest that it is likely that just one offer of help could be ignored
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or attributed to a proactive personality. However, after the third offer of help, the individual is
more likely to view the help offered to them as a challenge or competition with the person
offering help. Interestingly, those high in performance goal orientation actually found the three
offers of help to be less threatening to their self-esteem than the single offer of help. However, an
independent sample t-test indicated that this difference was not significant (t(8)= -1.34, n.s.);
however, this does have several implications. For example, it is possible that there is a threshold
at which individuals higher in performance goal orientation tend to feel the threat is mitigated,
perhaps attributing it to an oddity of the helper. Alternatively, individuals low in performance
goal orientation may not even recognize help as threatening up until a certain threshold, such that
they do not even notice or interpret the help as threat. After the challenge to autonomy has
become increasingly apparent to them, they may feel more attacked given the now more intense
threat.
Similar to the conclusion drawn regarding self-esteem, it is possible that individuals high
in mastery goal orientation did not view the help received to be particularly threatening. As Bell
and Kozlowski (2002) explain, individuals with high levels of mastery goal orientation seem to
buffer themselves “from the negative effects of failure, thereby helping to increase or maintain
self-efficacy” (p. 498). However, there was also no significant main effect of mastery goal
orientation on help as supportive. It could be that the task was not meaningful enough to the
individual personally (to trigger the need for mastery).

Future Research Directions
Experimental studies have high internal validity but lack external validity. Future
research directions should examine unsolicited offers of help in a longitudinal context. This
could answer research questions regarding how multiple offers of unsolicited help impact an
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individual’s self-esteem over time. A longitudinal study may also further investigate the role of
reciprocity and if reciprocating the unsolicited help repairs the previously experienced threat to
self-esteem. Studying reciprocity in a helping profession such as nursing, where working as an
individual and as a team is crucial, would provide insight to contextual factors that may influence
appraising help as threatening. Factors such as team cohesion, personality, and workload should
be examined.
A field study may also prove beneficial to examine how unsolicited offers of help in the
workplace may be misconstrued. Additionally, examining how contextual factors, such as job
level, department, and tenure may moderate the relationship between unsolicited help and threat
to an individual’s self-esteem across traditional and nontraditional work environments would add
to the growing research are regarding the changing nature of work. In a lab study, nuances that
help to create contextual factors cannot be accounted for, making it unrealistic to apply to an
applied setting where these factors are highly prevalent. For example, in an applied setting,
employees will have a work history with one another. Examining how previous tensions, work
alliances, and past performance influences appraisals of unsolicited help will allow for more
generalizable results. It may also prove worthwhile to examine the differing reactions between
solicited and unsolicited help within a field context, especially when help is received from the
same helper. For example, it would be interesting to see if help solicited from a supervisor would
have the same effect on the helpee’s self-esteem as unsolicited help received. It would also be
interesting to see if solicited help is identified more often as help compared to unsolicited help.
Another future research direction includes changing the task in which an individual
receives help. Given that a LEGO task may not be particularly relevant to an individual’s selfesteem, perhaps a task that challenges their personal beliefs of themselves would be more likely

30

to elicit a greater threat to one’s self-esteem. For instance, an individual who believes that they
have strong math skills may feel more threatened when they cannot complete a certain number of
math problems in a given set of time or take significantly longer than the “average” completion
time. By having a research assistant purposely mislead a participant, making them think that the
average completion time is 5 minutes, for example, when that is actually impossible, would
ensure that participants perceive that they are not in accordance with the “average” participant.
As mentioned previously, approximately 30% of the original sample reported that they
did not receive help from the confederate while completing the LEGO task although participants
in all conditions received help. Results from the chi-square analysis indicated that there was not a
significant difference between those who reported receiving help and those who did not across
the four conditions, this still warrants attention for future research, especially in examining what
constitutes as help. The helping literature is extensive and provides many explanations as to what
is considered help and what is not. It is possible that individuals may not interpret verbal
suggestions as help, or that it is less likely to be interpreted as help when it comes from a
stranger. Results indicated that more people found the help offered to them as supportive rather
than threatening. Possible explanations as to why an offer of help that is intended to be viewed as
threatening is actually viewed as supportive should be investigated. It is possible that the context
of the situation (e.g., relatively low stakes task) has a greater influence on the appraisal of help as
threatening than individual differences. This is particularly relevant to the Deelstra et al. (2003)
study in which this study intended to replicate. While this study examined the individual
difference factors that may impact appraisal of unsolicited offers of help, the study performed by
Deelstra and colleagues found promising results when manipulating particular aspects of the task
(e.g., solvable with/without help). Just as future research should further examine the role of
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context in the relationship between unsolicited help and threat to one’s self-esteem, it should also
examine aspects of the task that make reliance on others more salient.
Alternatively, it would be interesting to see if there is a point at which behaviors are
interpreted as help. For instance, when help is not needed, it may be more likely to be attributed
to negative intent from the helper (e.g., trying to make the helpee feel inferior). It is also possible
that when help is not needed, the individual is not prompted to view offers of help as help,
because they were not expecting it. On the other hand, when the help is needed, the individual
may feel more gratitude towards the helper. Understanding how the necessity of the help
received would allow for researchers to better identify how specific aspects of the help influence
recipients’ reactions.

Limitations
Although this study offers opportunities for future research, it also encountered several
limitations. Firstly, as already discussed, nearly a third of the sample reported not receiving help
from the confederate. There are several reasons for this. It is possible that participants may have
been reluctant to say they were helped. In an attempt to avoid participants from creating rapport
with confederates, which could make the task less threatening, the research assistant did not
indicate whether the participant and confederate were free to talk to one another during the study.
Thus, some participants may have felt that interacting with the confederate was against the study
protocol and jeopardize their opportunity to earn credit for their course.
Another limitation is that, upon data analysis, it was realized that two items were missing
from the mastery goal orientation scale. Despite this limitation, the mastery goal orientation scale
still had an acceptable reliability score of .81. As was mentioned in the future research directions
section, another limitation is that the study’s LEGO task may not be enough to warrant a
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perceived threat to self-esteem, given that the task has little to no value for the participant. It is
possible that participants of this study were not highly invested as completing the study was
required for course credit, which has implications for participant motivation.
A final limitation of this study pertains to the help as supportive to one’s self-esteem
scale. Upon further investigation, it appears that the rather unimpressive support to self-esteem
results could be due to a construct validity issue. The items on the scale may actually better
reflect utility of the help provided rather than its relevance to one’s self-esteem. Given the high
reliability of the scale (𝞪= .91), future research should use the items in this scale as a way of
investigating the utility of help received. Future items used to measure help as supportive to selfesteem could use items such as “After receiving help, I felt that I was more likely to complete the
task successfully,” or “The help I received made me feel more confident in my own abilities.”

Practical Implications
This study provides support for the idea that while receiving help is often viewed as a
positive, supportive gesture, it can also be viewed as a negative, threatening gesture. Situations,
particularly those that threaten an individual’s autonomy, have the opportunity to be interpreted
as threatening to an individual’s self-esteem, which has consequences for the organization.
Having control over aspects of their work, such as when they work or how they complete a task,
is beneficial to the employee’s psychological well-being.
Moreover, results suggest that individuals high in performance goal orientation perceive
any level of unsolicited help to be threatening to their self-esteem, as they are deprived of the
opportunity to demonstrate their abilities to others. Performance goal-oriented individuals are
likely to be viewed as competitive by other members of the organization. Competition in the
workplace can create an environment where suspicion, fear, and distrust are prominent.
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Supervisors should promote and reward team goals, rather than individual goals, thereby
attempting to develop a positive and supportive work environment. When an employee is
working towards a greater team goal, they are better able to understand the importance of team
cohesion, and how it impacts the attainment of team goals. An individual in a cohesive team may
not even recognize an unsolicited offer of help as potentially threatening, but rather as a norm of
the team.
In a similar fashion, managers should emphasize the importance of the organization’s
goals and how the responsibilities of their employees contribute to the organization’s goals.
When goals are made bottom-up, rather than top-down, employees are able to visualize how their
individual goals impact the organization’s success (Mueller-Hanson & Pulakos, 2015). This
helps to foster a collaborative work environment; thus, unsolicited offers of help may be viewed
less as a personal deficiency and more as a way to more effectively achieve the organization’s
goals.
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CONCLUSION
This study utilized basic needs theory (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and the threat-to-self-esteem
model (Fisher et al., 1982) to better understand the circumstances in which an individual is likely
to interpret an unsolicited offer of help as threatening or supportive to one’s self-esteem. Results
demonstrated that higher challenges to autonomy resulted in greater perceptions of threat to selfesteem; however, the degree of challenge to competency did not result in greater perceptions of
threat to self-esteem. Additionally, individuals high in performance goal orientation found any
offer of unsolicited help to be threatening to their self-esteem, no matter the extent to which the
offer challenged competence or autonomy. In sum, results from this study demonstrate that the
degree to which an unsolicited offer of help is considered threatening is based upon the extent to
which the recipient of the help feels their need for autonomy and ability to demonstrate
competence have been challenged.
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APPENDIX A:
FIGURES AND TABLE
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Table 1. Exploratory Factor Analysis of the Items in the Help as Threatening to Self-Esteem
Scale
Items
Factor
1
2
I felt the need to prove myself as competent.
0.56
-0.03
The help I received made me feel inferior to
my helper.

0.86

0.04

The help I received made me question my
own abilities.
The help I received was not helpful.

0.79
-0.13

-0.01
0.54

I could have completed the task on my own
without the help I received.
I was annoyed by the help I received.
I felt threatened by the help I received.

-0.09
0.34
0.41

0.35
0.73
0.5

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics
Variable
Mean
SD
1
2
3
4
1 Self-esteem
3.16
0.46
(.86)
2 Help as supportive
4.47
1.67
-.10
(.91)
3 Help as threatening
3.05
1.47
-.15*
.22**
(.62)
4 Performance orientation
5.63
0.75
.03
-.11
.07
(.79)
5 Mastery orientation
5.66
0.77
.23**
-.08
-.09
.02
Note. (**) indicates a correlation significant at p < .001. (*) indicates a correlation significant
at p < .05. N = 168.
Table 3. ANOVA Results for Main Effects on Help as Supportive to Self-Esteem
Variable

F
1174.29
0.06
0.48
1.37

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
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df
1
1
1
1

p
0
.81
.49
.24

5

(.77)

Table 4. ANOVA Results for Main Effects on Help as Threatening to SelfEsteem
Variable

F
726.34
3.14
4.03
1.13

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency

df
1
1
1
1

p
0
.08
.05
.29

Table 5. ANOVA Results for Self-Esteem as a Moderator on Help as Supportive to
Self-Esteem
Variable

F
33.46
0.01
0.06
1.4
1.42
0.02
0.01

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Self-Esteem
Self-Esteem*Competency
Self-Esteem*Autonomy

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.92
.81
.24
.24
.88
.93

Table 6. ANOVA Results for Self-Esteem as a Moderator on Help as Threatening to
Self-Esteem
Variable

F
707.37
2.40
3.17
0.93
2.03
0.26
0.19

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Self-Esteem
Self-Esteem*Competency
Self-Esteem*Autonomy
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df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.06
.12
.34
.16
.61
.66

Table 7. ANOVA Results for Mastery Orientation as a Moderator on Help as Supportive to
Self-Esteem
Variable

F
30.19
0
0.28
1.37
0.85
0.19
0

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Mastery Orientation
Mastery Orientation*Competency
Mastery Orientation*Autonomy

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.99
.60
.24
.36
.66
.98

Table 8. ANOVA Results for Mastery Orientation as a Moderator on Help as Threatening to
Self-Esteem
Variable

F
725.23
2.82
4.08
1.28
1.59
1.59
0.26

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Mastery Orientation
Mastery Orientation*Competency
Mastery Orientation*Autonomy

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.10
.05
.26
.21
.21
.61

Table 9. ANOVA Results for Performance Orientation as a Moderator on Help as Supportive to
Self-Esteem
Variable

F
32.87
1.11
0.03
1.32
1.57
0.01
1.22

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Performance Orientation
Performance Orientation*Competency
Performance Orientation*Autonomy
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df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.29
.86
.25
.21
.93
.27

Table 10. ANOVA Results for Performance Orientation as a Moderator on Help as Threatening
to Self-Esteem
Variable

F
736.57
2.98
4.21
1.26
1.31
0.03
6.58

Intercept
Autonomy
Competency
Autonomy*Competency
Performance Orientation
Performance Orientation*Competency
Performance Orientation*Autonomy

Figure 1: Model

40

df
1
1
1
1
1
1
1

p
0
.09
.04
.26
.21
.87
.01

Threat to Self-Esteem

Figure 2: Interaction between Performance Goal Orientation and Challenge to Autonomy
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APPENDIX B:
HELP AS SUPPORTIVE & HELP AS THREATENING SCALES
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Help as Supportive Scale
On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), to what extent do you agree or
disagree with the following statements?
1. The help I received was useful in that it helped me to complete the task.
2. The help I received would benefit me if I had to perform a similar task in the future.
3. The help I received made me feel more able to complete the task.
4. I am appreciative of the help I received.
5. The help I received improved my performance.
Help as Threatening Scale
On a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), to what extent do you agree or
disagree with the following statements?
1. After receiving help, I felt the need to prove myself as competent.
2. The help I received made me feel inferior to my helper.
3. The help I received made me question my own abilities.
4. The help I received was not helpful.
5. I could have completed the task on my own without the help I received.
6. I was annoyed by the help I received.
7. I felt threatened by the help I received.
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APPENDIX C:
INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD APPROVAL LETTER
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